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With the passing of Irwin M. 
Freedberg, dermatology has lost one 
of its giants, and I have lost a dear 
mentor and friend.
Irwin’s professional achievements 
are known to most of us. He served as 
president of practically all dermato-
logic organizations, published wide-
ly, and was an editor of the Journal 
of Investigative Dermatology and of 
Fitzpatrick’s Dermatology in General 
Medicine, a standard textbook in our 
specialty. He chaired two of the lead-
ing dermatology departments in the 
country, for four years at Hopkins 
and for the past 24 years at New York 
University. He trained over 150 resi-
dents and mentored many faculty 
members, fellows, and medical stu-
dents. Many of his trainees have gone 
on to become leaders in academic 
dermatology, and in the communities 
in which they practice.
My personal association with 
Irwin started in 1981, when I was a 
junior faculty at New York University 
and Irwin arrived as the new chair-
man. Upon my return to New York 
University as a faculty in 1985, I 
worked closely with Irwin for 12 years, 
until I left to assume my current posi-
tion as chairman of the Department of 
Dermatology at Henry Ford Hospital. 
During that time, I observed firsthand 
the time and effort that he spent men-
toring and nurturing the growth of 
junior faculty members, while leading 
a large and complex department, run-
ning a basic-science research labora-
tory, and actively playing leadership 
roles in various dermatologic organi-
zations. He put in many hours at work; 
he usually was one of the last to leave 
the department in the evening. Lights 
burning brightly in his corner office 
on First Avenue on many evenings and 
weekends were a common sight for 
those of us who knew his work habit.
Irwin always had time to go over my 
grants and offered helpful suggestions. 
As I assumed increasing administrative 
responsibility at the New York Veterans 
Affairs Medical Center, Irwin was always 
there to provide advice, guidance, and 
support. He reminded me that “thank 
you” was always appreciated, and that 
once a decision had been made, if there 
were actions to be taken, one needed 
to act promptly. Most importantly, he 
emphasized that we should give back 
to our specialty. On any major career 
decision, Irwin was among the first that I 
turned to for advice.
From Irwin, I learned leadership 
skill and appreciated the importance of 
leading by example. By observing him, 
I learned how to balance professional 
commitments and family obligations, 
and how to deal with successes and 
challenges in life.
I maintained regular contact with 
Irwin until the last week of his life. 
During one of my last visits to New 
York University after his illness in the 
summer of 2004, Irwin took me to 
lunch at a restaurant on the corner of 
Second Avenue and 30th Street. He 
was still recovering; he walked slow-
ly but, mentally, was his usual self: 
sharp, considerate, and thoughtful. 
He talked about succession planning 
for the department that he had led for 
almost a quarter of a century, a subject 
that was obviously close to his heart.
I last saw Irwin on the evening of July 
14, 2005. Knowing that his condition 
was deteriorating, I flew to NY to visit 
him. Unfortunately, he had lapsed into 
a coma shortly before my arrival at the 
hospital. He passed away peacefully a 
few days later.
I consider myself fortunate to have 
known Irwin for 24 years as a valuable 
mentor, trusted advisor, and dear friend. 
I take comfort in knowing that Irwin 
led a full and productive life and made 
major contributions to our specialty.
In closing, I would like to convey a 
sincere and heartfelt “thank you” to his 
wife Irene, his children, and the rest of 
his family, who generously allowed our 
specialty to share Irwin’s time through-
out his professional career. Dermatology 
is better off because of their generosity.
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